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ORNITHOLOGICAL LITERATURE

CHECK-LIST OoF BIRDS OF THE WORLD, Vol. 5. By James Lee Peters. Harvard
University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1945: 6 x 9 in., xi 4- 306 pp. $5.00.
The publication of another volume of Peters’ Check-list, which now covers 92

families, 1,009 genera, 3,344 species, and 8,007 subspecies of birds, is news of the

first importance to ornithologists everywhere.

This new volume fully maintains the very high scholarly standard set in the
earlier parts; it even exceeds them in fullness of treatment, detail of synonymy,
and number of helpful annotations. Only the physical make-up of this volume has
suffered; war-time conditions have forced the use of a poorer, less opaque, paper
and the elimination of the protective gilt top.

Peters gives us no statistical recapitulation of his results, but because such a
summary is of general interest and real biological importance, a tabulation of
the numbers in each category under the twelve families treated in this volume is
given below.

Genera  Species Subspecies

Trochilidae, Hummingbirds .................. 123 327 688
Coliidae, Colies ........oviiiiriiieena.n 1 6 29
Trogonidae, Trogons .............ovveveununn. 8 34 103
Alcedinidae, Kingfishers ...................... 1 87 337

4
Todidae, Todies ............cvviivieniae, 1 5 5
Memotidae, Motmots ..............ccuvuunn... 6 8 45
Meropidae, Bee-eaters ....................... 7 24 50
Leptosomatidae, Ground-rollers ............... 1 1 3
5
1

Coraciidae, Rollers ........... e 16 37
Upupidae, Hoopoes ...........ovviiiiienannn. 1 9
Phoeniculidae, Wood-hoopoes ................. 2 6 27
Bucerotidae, Hornbills ....................... 12 46 104

TOTALS .ot 171 561 1437

Peters has listed the Leptosomatidae first in the suborder Coracii, but other-
wise follows exactly Wetmore’s (1940) arrangement. Five new names are proposed
in this volume, but they represent mere changes in “labels” applied to already
known biological entities.

Only a few of the other changes proposed relate to birds of the area covered
by the A.0.U. Check-List. Rivoli’s Hummingbird, of Arizona, is listed as
Eugenes fulgens fulgens (not E. f. aureoviridis, as in the Nineteenth Supplement) ;
Salvin’s Hummingbird (4Admazilia salvini) is dropped, since it is believed to be
only a hybrid; the Calliope Hummingbird becomes Stellula c. calliope; the Copper-
tailed Trogon is represented by one subspecies (Trogon elegans canescens) in
Arizona and by another (7. e. ambiguus) in “extreme southern Texas”; the
Belted Kingfisher'is again placed in the genus Ceryle.

More than half of the volume is devoted to the hummingbirds—a family that
has always attracted the special attention of ornithologists and nevertheless still
baffles their best attempts at classification. In the introduction, Peters makes it
quite clear that he is far from satisfied with his own results, and he even suggests
that the next reviser should attempt a classification based on the females, since
the present arrangement over-emphasizes the secondary sexual characters of the
male.

Although Peters remarks that generic differentiation has been much over-done
in the Trochilidae, his own classification does little to remedy that fault, He has
indeed reduced to subgeneric status several groups hitherto given full generic rank,
but he ends by recognizing five more genera than did Sharpe in 1900, although
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only four new hummingbirds requiring generic recognition have been discovered
since that time. Almost half of the genera he lists are monotypic.

It is interesting to compare the numbers of genera, species, and subspecies recog-
nized by the last four ornithologists to revise the hummingbirds:

Sharpe (1900): 118 genera, 570 forms;
Cory (1918): 130 genera, 649 forms;
Simon  (1921): 189 genera, 660 forms;
Peters (1945): 123 genera, 638 forms.

Hummingbirds exceed most other bird groups in their propensity to hybridize,
and many of Peters’ notes deal with this remarkable characteristic. It will be a
long time before our lagging knowledge of live hummingbirds reaches a point
where we understand the nature of this phenomenon and its psychological and
physiological causes.

Our extraordinary ignorance of hummingbirds is strikingly demonstrated again
and again. For example: two genera and nine additional species have never been
seen in life by any ornithologist but are based solely on Bogotd trade skins; many
others are represented by only one or two specimens and are therefore almost
equally unknown as living animals,

Peters’ well-balanced judgment and careful attention to every detail are evident
throughout the book. He has again given us a first-class piece of work, and we
wish him all speed in his great undertaking, which so immeasurably stimulates
and facilitates ornithological research.—J. Van Tyne.

TaE DISTRIBUTION OF THE BIrRDS 0F CALIFORNIA. By Joseph Grinnell and Alden H.
Miller. Cooper Ornithological Club, Pacific Coast Avifauna No. 27, Dec. 30,
1944: 608 pp., 1 col. pl,, 57 figs. $6.00 (cloth, $7.00).

Almost every year sees one or more additions to the literature on local, state
and regional avifaunas. They are all useful to the growing corps of bird students;
some are briefly annotated check-lists; others are well-illustrated volumes with
keys, descriptions, and much textual matter on habits. Nearly all have one char-
acteristic in common: their object is to tell the reader what birds occur or. have
occurred in the area in question, in what numbers, and at what times of the
year. They are geographic studies, with little or no systematic or taxonomic in-
vestigation; the A.O.U. Check-List and its supplements are accepted.

A combination of circumstances makes the present list a much greater enter-
prise. The very large state of California has great diversity of terrain and climate,
caused by numerous mountain systems. The degree of subspecific variation is not
exceeded in any other part of the continent. Drs. Grinnell and Miller, as life-long
students of these variations, with ample field experience, and the best regional
collections in the country, have every right to express their judgment on many
knotty and controversial racial problems. They are to be commended for not
hesitating to depart from the taxonomy of the A.0.U. Check-List, Indeed, it would
have been most unfortunate if their knowledge, opinions, and experience had been
“put to sleep,” as it were, in slavishly following a check-list printed in 1931, The
reader, however, is cautioned against concluding that either the authors or I disbe-
lieve in the general usefulness of a check-list prepared by a committee. The commit-
tee has undertaken an arduous and protracted labor in the hope of producing a use-
ful general reference work, without claiming that everything is settled, and further
research superfluous or impertinent. Such assumptions are too easily made by the
ignorant or ill natured, who are not competent to judge whether, for example,
the Black Petrel should be in a special genus, Loomelania, or not. But Dr. Miller
has every right to believe in the validity of Loomelania and publish his reasons,
even if to date a majority of the Check-list Committee do not. It gives me
particular pleasure to defend this right, because I do not happen to think
Loomelania necessary myself !
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It follows from all this that years of systematic study underlie a work pur-
porting from its title to be distributional, Indeed, it entailed a review of most of
the birds of western North America. It also entailed a careful consideration of
vernacular or “common” names. Dr, Miller does not helieve in vernacular names
for subspecies, but admits that this unfortunate practise has got too firm a start
to be discontinued now. He has done the next best thing and devised a logical
system. Every species has a name, and every subspecies of that species has a name
which clearly shows its specific affinities. Bailey’s Chickadee becomes Bailey’s
Mountain Chickadee. The typical subspecies also has a subspecific name, The
term “Pygmy Nuthatch” is used for the species Sitta pygmaea as a whole; Sitta
pygmaea pygmaea is the “Monterey Pygmy Nuthatch,” not the “Pygmy Nut-
hatch,” as in the A.Q.U. Check-List. Common names are altered from person’s
to geographic names, whenever a short term is possible and obviously of greater
meaning and more readily memorized. The subspecies of the Chestnut-backed
Chickadee are quite changed around. The Chestnut-backed Chickadee of the
Check-list (typical rufescens) becomes the Northern Chestnut-backed Chickadee,
expressing the facts of its geographic range; the Nicasio Chickadee becomes the
Marin Chestnut-backed Chickadee, because the county is less local than the town
which happened to be the type-locality; Barlow’s Chickadee becomes the Santa
Cruz Chestnut-backed Chickadee, after the faunal area in which it occurs. Dr.
Miller, therefore, has generally agreed with numerous recommendations along these
lines, and has put them into execution. He is not so pedantic as to believe that
vernacular names have a fixed code of nomenclature, which is forced to apply an
imaginary law of priority in every case,

We can now consider the methods adopted in outlining the distribution of
the 644 native species and subspecies admitted to the state list. Each taxonomic
entity is discussed under four headings. (1) A very brief synonymy is confined to
other scientific or popular names under which California records for the species
in question have been published. (2) A paragraph on status is particularly com-
mendable for summarizing any increase or decrease in range or numbers and the
probable reason therefor. (3) A long paragraph on geographic range in Califor-
nia (in most cases very detailed) with dates of notable records and the references.
In all cases where a species involves several subspecies, intermediate populations
and others of doubtful status are outlined. Every effort is made to bring out all
cases where something is not definitely known or settled about California birds,
and the authors are far more interested in those birds normally an integral part
of the California avifauna than in waifs, strays, vagrants, and accidental stragglers.
(4) A final paragraph on habitat is a particularly valuable feature. It avoids any
stereotyped formula or system; the preferred plant association or ecological niche
is described first. The authors, happily, are slaves neither of the biome or the life-
zone theories of distribution.

One of the most controversial elements in any state or local list is the basis
the authors select for the inclusion of species in the list. No system is free from
attack; in any case some people will be disappointed or offended; some arbitrary
standard must be adopted, and the inclusion or exclusion of certain species will
appear unreasonable or absurd. The larger the area and the more species involved,
the more cases are bound to arise which will teeter, so to speak, on the hairline
of rejection or acceptance, no matter what criterion is adopted. Our authors
have chosen to include no species for which no specimen is extant as a voucher,
which means the rejection of some species seen a number of times, in some cases
of very distinctive appearance in life, such as the Reddish Egret, Little Green
Kingfisher, and Canada Warbler. The only exception, open of course to attack,
is the inclusion of certain stragglers, where the bird was caught in a banding trap
and handled in the flesh. While not ordinarily regarded as open to attack, sight
records of other stragglers are given as official records, provided that somebody
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else shot a specimen, though no one has ever satisfactorily explained how A’s sight
record is validated by B’s specimen obtained somewhere else another year!
Students of birds are earnestly begged to reflect on the following facts. (1) The
more scientific the study, the more proof is required. (2) The more scientific the
study, the less interest and importance attaches to the casual or accidental. (3) The
more thorough and scientific the review of a great and diversified continental area
with a rich and varied bird-life, and the more decades of research and study preced-
ing the review, the more errors appear in records based on specimens. There is
nothing sacrosanct about a specimen. All one has to do is to turn to the supple-
mentary list of the present work (pp. 557-576). Eleven species are excluded be-
cause the records are sight records only. Thirteen species are excluded, because the
original specimens are no longer extant, and 37 species are excluded in spite of
existing specimens, because the specimens were misidentified, erroneously ascribed
to California, represented possible escapes from captivity, or for similar reasons.
No one, therefore, can claim that Dr. Miller is “picking on” the opera-glass
student. He has also “picked on” a fair percentage of the world’s leading orni-
thologists of the past 80 years! They either made mistakes or were more credulous
than he. Finally, (4) no count is possible of the innumerable cases where speci-
mens formerly referred to one subspecies are now referred to another.

I am convinced that the only way to end the absurdities of vernacular names
for subspecies and to discourage amateur observers from using them is to eliminate
them. I am equally convinced that the only way to discourage the amateur
observers’ worship of the rare vagrant is to take all of them out of the main body
of every state list and put them into an appendix with the curtest possible mention.
Scientifically, it makes little difference whether a vagrant has occurred once or five
times; the year and place of capture are of little consequence; and even the
month is abnormal or else within the known period of migration.

Pacific Coast Avifauna No. 27, is one of the most scholarly regional studies
of North American birds ever published. It is calm and temperate scholarship,
the underlying principles are well formulated in an introduction which should be
read by every American ornithologist contemplating a similar work. Dr. Miller
did half of it alone after Dr. Grinnell’s death in 1939, and brought the first half
up to date. But “we” and “our opinion” occur throughout the book, proving that
Dr. Miller is a loyal gentleman as well as a scholar.—Ludlow Griscom.

Birps oF Georcra. By Earle R. Greene, William W. Griffin, Eugene P. Odum,
Herbert L. Stoddard, Ivan R. Tomkins, and Eugene E. Murphey. Georgia
Ornith. Soc. Occ. Paper No. 2. Univ. Georgia Press, Athens, 1945: 69 in.,
111 pp., 1 pl, 1 map. $2.00.

Few southern states are fortunate enough to have up-to-date, comprehensive
publications on their avifauna, and there are even comparatively few local lists
for southern regions. This accounts to a certain extent for the vague and some-
times erroneous statements on distribution in the last A.Q.U. Check-List (1931)
and in other publications of broad geographical scope. Before the appearance of
the present volume there was no single publication listing all of the species of
birds known to occur in Georgia. Consequently “Birds of Georgia” is welcomed
as a notable contribution to the ornithology both of the state and of the South
as a whole. The compilers make no pretense of their work being complete but
express the hope that the volume “will provide both a sound basis for future
publications and a stimulus for research in the field.”

Excellent judgment has been shown in deciding which species to admit to the
list and which to reject because of insufficient evidence. Even records by Au-
dubon that do not include definite dates and specific localities have been re-
jected. Except in a very few instances of records relating to large and easily
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recognizable birds, a preserved specimen of a form is considered by the authors
the primary requisite for inclusion of the form in the list. It would be well for
all ornithologists, particularly compilers of check-lists and distributional synopses,
to realize that in no other field of faunistic zoology are distributional records so
often based on such “unprovable” data as sight records. Although the usefulness
of sight records in determining frequency of occurrence, relative abundance, and
type of habitat, is to be admitted, such records can rarely be accepted as real evi-
dence of the occurrence of a species in a given region, are of questionable value in
delineating accurately the range of a species, and are usually of no value what-
ever when they relate to subspecies. Certain works on the avifauna of the South
require radical revision simply because the authors failed to scrutinize all records,
to omit (or to admit only with clearly stated qualification) those about which
there was any doubt, however small. Proof in science is never based on proba-
bilities. Consequently, even if there is only the proverbial “one chance in a
thousand” that a sight record of a given bird might apply to some other species
(however remote the range of that other species), then the record is of little
value, particularly if it constitutes the only record for the geographical area in
question.

Hence the compilers are to be commended for placing this first Georgia list
on a solid foundation. There are, however, a few errors in judgment: the record
(p. 49) of a Yellow-bellied Flycatcher seen near Atlanta on September 21, 1930, is
highly questionable, for in fall plumage the species cannot be distinguished with
certainty in the field from some extremely yellow-plumaged individuals of the
Acadian Flycatcher (there are even museum specimens of the two species that can
be differentiated only with difficulty) ; sight records (p. 50) of the Least and the
Alder Flycatchers in spring are subject to the same criticism.

The authors give the specific records of occurrence for birds that are uncom-
mon in the state, as well as an outline of the local distribution of those species
whose occurrence is not statewide. In this connection, however, I would remark
that the Chuck-will’s-widow is listed (p. 47) as breeding over the entire state
though I know of no actual nesting record for extreme northern Georgia.

It is interesting to note that the authors record transient migrants as gener-
ally rare or absent in spring in southern Georgia. This shows that the ‘“‘coastal
hiatus” in spring migration extends eastward across the entire coastal region.
Likewise of interest is the information that certain warblers that were known to
breed in the Alleghenies as far south as North Carolina also breed southward to
northern Georgia.

Although the main body of the work is devoted to the annotated check-list
and the annotated bibliography of Georgia ornithology, there is, in addition, a list
of Georgia ornithological societies and bird clubs; a list of publications devoted
exclusively to Georgia birds; an ornithological map of the state with an all too
brief discussion of the physiographic regions; and an historical account of Geor-
gia ornithology which gives a brief biographical commentary on a number of
naturalists, beginning with Mark Catesby (whom too often we think of only in
connection with South Carolina), John Abbot, the Bartrams, the LeContes, and
Alexander Gerhardt, but which omits mention of J. J. and J. W. Audubon and
of a number of recent field ornithologists who have worked in the state.

The book is well printed although there are a few typographical errors; the
system of indenting the second line of the paragraph beginning the account of
each species is confusing to the eye; and the annotations in the bibliography might
better have been set apart typographically from the titles so that the two could
be differentiated at a glance; also the book lacks both an index and the “running
heads” which in works of this type usually serve as useful guides to ready refer-
ence—G. H. Lowery, Jr.
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To the Editor of the Wilson Bulletin:

Your readers may be interested to know that satisfactory progress is being
made in producing manuscript for future volumes on the Life Histories of North
American Birds. The material for four volumes, including all the birds on the
A.0.U. Check-List from the jays to the vireos, has been in Washington for a long
time, awaiting publication after the war.

Two volumes on the wood warblers are now nearly completed, awaiting a few
contributions from others. I am now starting work on the next volume, to include
the birds from the weaver finches to the tanagers, and I am taking this opportu-
nity to solicit contributions of notes on habits and photographs relating to birds
in the three families, Ploceidae, Icteridae and Thraupidae.

Previous contributions have been very helpful, and I hope they will continue.

Taunton, Massachusetts A. C. Bent



